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abstract
one of the most interesting features of the travel ste-
reoview series is not their three-dimensional effect 
but rather the intertwined outcome of realism and 
“being-thereness” in the experience of early twentieth 
century armchair travellers. on the set of Italy through 
the Stereoscope, the viewer’s “path of the gaze” was a 
novelty compared to two dimensional photographs 
and stereoviews. the Underwood & Underwood pub-
lishing company created a stereoscopic multimodal 
tour to improve the impression of realism with a pro-
prioceptive perception of the scene. the procedure of 
textual débrayage, the description of the experience as 
it is happening here and now, the direction of the view-
er’s gaze with a narrative itinerary, the changing of the 
visual convergence with the variation in the points of 
attention: all of these elements fostered a synaesthesia 
for the spectator. the result was immersion in an ex-
plorable space between the “point of view” (2d images) 
and the “point of being” (virtual reality).
Keywords: stereoviews, immersion, multimodality, point 
of view, point of being
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Introduction
We analyse the stereoscopic travel set 
Italy through the Stereoscope (published 
in 1903 by Underwood & Underwood), 
focusing on how the stereoviews extend 
“tactile viewing and incorporate the view-
er’s embodied participation in the image 
space” (ross, 2013 p. 407)1.
Before describing how this set differs 
from other series of stereoviews, and 
how the accompanying text guide di-
rects the viewer’s gaze with a narrative 
itinerary inside the scene, it is necessary 
to briefly introduce the role of stereo-
scopic tours in their socio-cultural milieu.
in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, the successful deployment of 
stereoscopy was mainly ascribed to 
its realistic reproduction of the world 
(Holmes, 1859). thanks to its quality, 
this visual medium was used not only 
for entertainment, but also for informa-
tion and education (darrah, 1964; darrah, 
1977; silverman, 1993). during the ste-
reoscopic-crazed entertainment boom, 
stereoviews entered american schools 
and were used for educational purposes 
to teach social studies, science, history, 
reading and geography (apthorpe, 1908 
174; Bak, 2012; ent, 2013).
Knowledge of the world was a favoured 
topic. many societies and foreign coun-
tries were represented though ste-
reoviews with the purpose of introducing 
different cultures (malin, 2007; vander-
Knyff, 2007). although there was a long 
tradition of travelling while staying in 
one place thanks to books and images 
(stiegler, 2013), the stereoscope was 
introduced as the perfect device for the 
armchair traveller2. 
stereoscopic tours, despite being adver-
tised as an authentic reproduction of re-
ality, were composed (in addition to the 
documentation necessities) according 
to the narrative and entertainment needs 
of the audience. these works flawless-
ly mixed the mimesis and the poiesis, a 
verisimilar documentation of reality and 
a fictional visual narrative.
Our assumption is that the specific char-
acteristic of these stereoscopic tours 
was the virtual immersion effect on the 
observer, as well as the 3d effect of the 
objects. in this paper, we will focus on 
how the visual point of view become a 
place of being (de Kerckhove & de almei-
da, 2014), where the viewer could be-
came an “armchair traveller” and enter 
into a virtual and exotic country. We in-
vestigated the choices made by author 
and photographer that combined tech-
nical stereoscopic needs with narrative 
needs to obtain the most realistic effect. 
This issue is significant because the syn-
tax underlying an effective presentation 
of realism can still be relevant today 
and useful for understanding the evolu-
tion of 3D filmic storytelling (Atkinson, 
2011; ross, 2012; Zone, 2014), the 3d 
television production (mendiburu, 2012), 
or the aesthetics and visual grammars 
of the new 3d technologies (Blundell, 
2011; Urey, Chellappan, erden & surman, 
2011).
Methodology
the methodology of this research has 
been interdisciplinary, interrelating the 
approach to the point of (de Kerckhove 
& de almeida, 2014), immersion (grau, 
2004), enunciation (greimas & Courtes 
1982), and multimodality (Kress, 2010). 
We will focus on the salient differences 
of this medium (in comparison to the 
traditional representations of that time) 
that promote the effect of presence 
thanks to the qualities of the visual de-
vice, the 3-d binocular cues, and the mul-
timodal rhetoric. 
the observer, thanks to the stereoscope, 
has a precise location that is emphasised 
in the geometry and movements of their 
vision. their location within the scene 
promotes an immersive narrative, which 
the author of the guide achieved using 
specific rhetorical devices. One of these 
is to direct the attention of the viewer, 
guiding their eye movements, which 
converge on different depth planes and 
create the stereoscopic effect.
Italy through the Stereoscope is a guide-
book written by daniel James ellison 
and published in 1903 by Underwood 
and Underwood. it was in fact more than 
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a simple book: the guide was inside a 
package that included one hundred ste-
reoviews and ten topographical maps 
(ellison, 1903). its purpose was to offer 
an immersive virtual travel experience 
using the stereoscope and stereoviews. 
Italy through the Stereoscope was a travel 
set which offered a virtual and cheaper 
option than the traditional upper class 
grand tour, framing this medium as an 
important source of culture at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century. 
there are a hundred stereoviews in the 
package, and the most significant sub-
ject in these images is the description 
of five Italian cities. The majority of the 
images are photographs of architecture 
and urban places. rome, florence, ven-
ice, naples and Pompeii become, in this 
representation, an open-air 3-d museum. 
even though the italian cities are mainly 
described as static representations with-
out social life and the composition high-
lights buildings, memorials, and roads, 
one may notice there are some people. 
their presence is interesting in examin-
ing the social relationship between the 
tourist and the native.
The “point of being” between 
realism and illusion
the stereoviews produce an intertwined 
effect of realism and “presence” or 
“ being-thereness”. this outcome is also 
found in 2-D photography and films: 
many scholars, from andré Bazin (Bazin 
& gray, 1967) to roland Barthes (1980), 
have explained the sense of “presence” 
as an effect of indexicality (Peirce, Harts-
horne & Weiss, 1931). others, like tom 
gunning, explain the photograph’s im-
pression of presence, not because there 
is an index, but because optical devices 
give delight in visual illusion through “vi-
sual acuity and excess” (gunning, 2004).
the question of the realism of the im-
age emerges again in stereoscopic 
photography: why and to what extent 
does the viewer consider the 3-d visual 
representation to be true? surprising-
ly, the stereoscope was first presented 
as a device that deceived our senses: 
the first account of stereoscopy (by Sir 
Charles Wheatstone in June of 1838) 
declared this phenomenon to be an opti-
cal illusion, prompting the experience of 
solidity where no depth actually existed. 
His experiment was demonstrated using 
two drawings. some years later, the com-
bination of the 3d effect with the photo-
graphic process enhanced the realism of 
the latter medium. stereoscopic photog-
raphy (following the positivist theory of 
vision) was used in the burgeoning prac-
tice of commercial photography (West, 
1996) relaying “the assumption that the 
subjects of sight were stable and that 
observation of those subjects led to ac-
curate judgments”(schiavo, 2003 p.113) 
and stereoscopy became a “tool for 
furnishing visual truths” (schiavo, 2003 
p.127).
the concepts of “point of view” and of 
“point of being” could help to distinguish 
between the characteristics of ordinary 
photographs and stereoviews. accord-
ing to derrick de Kerckhove and de almei-
da (2014), there is a difference between 
a point of view (Pv) and point of being 
(PB). focusing on the psycho-physio-
logical dimensions of the ways people 
experience their presence in the world, 
he claims that after a gradually growing 
hegemony of the eye, which led to the 
dominance of vision in perception and 
cognition, there was a shift from the vi-
sual to the proprioceptive and tactile. 
“the contrasting metaphors of 
PB and Pv allow one to better 
estimate a tactile and proprio-
ceptive perception of the en-
vironment by opposition – or 
complementarity – to the Pv. 
the latter positions the person 
in a spatial relationship to the 
environment from a specific an-
gle within which to evaluate and 
judge it. (...) PB, on the contrary, 
is a total surround condition.” 
(de Kerckhove & de almeida, 
2014 p. 12)
stereoviews are a medium that could be 
situated between the two poles of Pv 
and PB. they are not an electronic or dig-
ital media and do not give the sensation 
of a ‘total surround condition’, but the 
viewers have a perception of being in the 
represented scene. the images used in 
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the stereoscope overcome the perspec-
tive, and partially anticipate the possibil-
ities that will be permitted by the electric 
and digital evolution.
This state, which could be defined as an 
“augmented perspective”, is between de 
Kerckhove’s two paradigms3. in this con-
text, Italy through the Stereoscope (along 
with other Underwood & Underwood ste-
reoscopic tours) represents an overcom-
ing of the representation of the renais-
sance perspective (a “point of view”) and 
an anticipation of virtual reality (a dynam-
ic and interactive “point of being”).
The convergence on the point 
of attention
artists, photography directors, and any-
one using perspective knows that many 
of the technical skills in realistic two-di-
mensional visual composition involve 
using the monoscopic (or pictorial) cues 
of depth perception. these elements will 
add a third dimension to objects (with-
out using stereoscopy): “linear perspec-
tive, apparent size, superposition, light 
and shade, relative motion, [and] aerial 
perspective” (gibson, 1986, p. 140)4, but 
stereoscopy gives the viewer a percep-
tion of the space around the  objects and 
inside the entire scene, putting the view-
er inside it.
“For the first time, I could see the 
volumes of space between dif-
ferent tree branches, and i liked 
immersing myself in those invit-
ing pockets of space. as i walk 
about, leaves, pine needles, and 
flowers, - even light fixtures and 
ceiling pipes - seem to float on 
a medium more substantial than 
air.” (Barry, 2009).
With these words, the neuroscientist 
susan Barry (who had been cross-eyed 
and stereo-blind since early infancy) de-
scribed how she began to see in 3d at 
the age of 48, after intensive vision thera-
py. one of the wonders of stereoscopy is 
therefore not the 3d volume of the items 
but feeling the intervals between their 
surfaces and the illusion of potential 
movement inside the scene. 
in 3d, there is a representation of space 
in which the various depth planes are 
clearly differentiated using objects as 
markers. the attention of the viewer is 
focused on their positions, rather than 
on their volume. the impression of 
space is obtained by the sensation of the 
void between the items.
this imaginary possibility that our body 
might move inside the image creates 
a sense of power and pleasure for the 
viewer. this feature of stereoviews is 
similar to gazing upon a real scene. our 
brain aligns the visual spatial informa-
tion about our surroundings with bodily 
sensation by means of a process of ex-
ternal mapping (dolins & mitchell, 2010). 
stereopsis is the process of obtaining a 
single 3-d perception from two dispa-
rate, slightly different monocular images 
(representing the points of view of our 
right and left eye). the brain uses the 
visual differences provided by the binoc-
ular disparity to calculate the depth and 
position of an object in a scene (Howard 
& rogers, 1995).
in order to clearly see the scene, our eyes 
use two different processes to focus on 
distant and nearby objects: accommo-
dation and convergence. these process-
es provide the so called “physiological 
depth cues” because they give the ob-
server physiological information about 
the position of objects on the z-axis. in 
fact, to see a distant object, the eyes 
perform an accommodation: through 
ciliary muscle contraction, they assume 
a flatter shape or larger curvature. When 
humans accommodate to a nearby ob-
ject, they also converge their vision5. the 
eyes rotate inward (for near objects) and 
became parallel (for far objects). in the 
real world, the accommodation and con-
vergence work in conjunction with each 
other.
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figure 1 vergence – accommodation process: the vision of real and stereoviews’ objects. the 
eyes should move (converge) to fix the gaze from a to b. the accommodation remains the same.
this visual processing gives the specta-
tor an enhanced impression of realism. 
Oliver Grau identified some immersive 
qualities of virtual reality (vr), such as 
real-time computation (which allows 
the image to change coherently and im-
mediately, according to the movement 
of the user) and sensorial interactivity 
(which provides sounds or tactile re-
sponses to the body movement)6.
there is also a form of movement and 
interaction in stereoscopic view7. as 
Pauline stakelon puts it, the move-
ment of the gaze is a key issue in the 
stereoview tours that were produced 
around the turn of the twentieth centu-
ry. “stereoviews compel the spectator to 
continuously change their point of view 
within the frame. Between the frames, 
movement from one stereoview to the 
next becomes another way of experi-
encing travel and creating a narrative” 
(stakelon, 2010 p. 407).
some scholars have measured the eye 
movements of viewers while watching 
a contemporary stereoscopic movie. 
While 2d movie viewers tend to look at 
the actors, in 3d the focus of attention 
changes more often.
“the eye movements are more widely 
spread. the viewers’ eye movements 
show them exploring the details of in-
teresting three-dimensional structures 
present in the shots, and the initial pref-
erence to look at actors is slightly dimin-
ished” (Häkkinen, Kawai, takatalo, mit-
suya & nyman, 2010 p.9). this suggests 
that the different stereoscopic depth of 
3d movies draws the attention and di-
rects the movement of the eyes.
When we look at a 3-d image, we see a 
change when we turn our head from side 
to side: we observe a change in the ele-
ments in the scene due to a slight modi-
fication in the viewpoint. The  impression 
will be of seeing the object from the 
side. the second movement takes place 
in the eye. Convergence allows the eyes 
to find the minimum retinal disparity 
of the object of our attention. our gaze 
must move to perceive the different 
planes of the scene; the difference in 
convergence makes us sense depth. We 
need to move our eyes (or converge the 
gazes) to clearly see our points of atten-
tion and the wandering of the eye is an 
essential element in capturing the sense 
of space. Both these movements (which 
are experiences of real-time interaction) 
also take place in the real world, but not 
when looking at ordinary images.
visual information processing is deci-
sive in the body’s feelings. the cogni-
tive neuroscience literature provides a 
wealth of evidence supporting a strong 
cross-modal interaction between vi-
sion and the sense of touch (spence, 
2002). there are interactions between 
the senses of touch and vision and be-
tween vision, posture, and propriocep-
tion to consistently represent the space 
around us (Berthoz & Petit, 2008)8. our 
hypothesis is that stereoviews (due to 
implied eye movements) allow the view-
er to experience a kind of synaesthesia9, 
which evokes their bodily presence in 
the scene.
exteroception (the perception of envi-
ronmental stimuli acting on the body 
(gibson, reed & Jones, 1982)) is a 
 bodily sensation that is evoked (rather 
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than perceived) by visual stimuli. this 
sensation could be strong (for instance, 
in 3-d simulations of rollercoasters, the 
viewers may have the feeling of falling, or 
in movies with objects launched toward 
the screen and reproduced in positive 
parallax, the spectators may move their 
head to avoid the object). this sensation 
could also be lighter, as in stereoviews 
of a mountain, through which the viewer 
has the physical impression of the open 
spaces.
We argue that the key features of this 
stereoscopic set that distinguish it from 
traditional photographic books and 
boost the feeling of the presence and im-
mersion of the viewer in a realistic envi-
ronment, are the specific interface of the 
stereoscope, the binocular vergence as a 
depth cue, the visual-haptic synaesthe-
sia, and the multimodal discourse.
We do not claim that these technical, 
physiological, and social issues related 
to visual perception always produce a 
feeling of presence, but in a historical 
and cultural context they represented 
new sensory communicative factors 
compared to previous and concurrent 
media (e.g. 2-d photos, engravings, pan-
oramas, silent movies).
vision is closely tied to cognitive and cul-
tural processes and is not merely a re-
flection of sensory perception amplified 
or reduced by the technological qualities 
of a specific medium. If we consider the 
history of the media, as grau points out, 
novelty (in terms of increased sensory 
richness) is a catalyst for a renewed, re-
alistic experience, but the audience, gain-
ing media competence, soon becomes 
accustomed to it and looks for new fea-
tures for suggestions and illusions10.
like virtual reality (and unlike 2-d pho-
tography) the stereoscope shows the 
viewer the entire visual field in the image. 
MEDIUM Reality Virtual Reality
Stereoscopic 
TOUR SET
Stereoviews Image 360° Image 2-D
DEVICE /INTERFACE INVISIBLE 
FROM INSIDE
yes yes yes yes no no
3-D  MONOCULAR CUES yes yes yes yes yes yes
3-D BINOCULAR  CUES 
(accommodation, vergence)
yes
Partially 
(vergence)
Partially 
(vergence)
Partially 
(vergence)
no no
BODY MOVEMENTS yes yes
Partially 
(synesthesia)
Partially 
(synesthesia)
Partially 
(360°)
no
REAL TIME INTERACTION yes yes no no no no
OTHER SENSES yes Partially no no no no
MULTIMODALITY yes yes yes no no sometimes
table 1. Comparison of features supporting immersion among stereoviews and other media
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they do not see the borders of the scene, 
fostering the illusion of immersion in an-
other place11.
Multimodal discourse
We used the term multimodal discourse 
to emphasise that meaning in texts and 
in interpersonal communication is con-
structed not only from verbal language 
but also through sounded speech, ges-
tures, body posture, facial expressions, 
gazes, interpersonal physical distance, 
stances, the use of referenced objects 
and artefacts, movement (or stasis), im-
ages, music, and combinations of any 
of these (Kress, 2010). Here we will use 
the multimodal approach to focus on 
the interaction of stereoviews, guide and 
maps12.
in the Italy through the Stereoscope set, 
there are three types of media that com-
plement each other: stereoviews, texts 
(the written guide, plus the captions on 
the front and the descriptions on the 
back of the stereoviews), and maps 
(which identify the specific point of view 
of the photographs). While the function 
of text on the front and back of the pho-
tographs is typically to describe the plac-
es, the guide (which includes the narra-
tive, historical and artistic context of the 
place) furnishes a meta-communication 
(Bateson, 1972) about how to use these 
media together to achieve the maximum 
immersive effect.
the text directs the viewer’s gaze inside 
each stereoviews. the user is invited to 
move their eyes carefully, paying atten-
tion to different details. in this way, they 
are able to feel the space inside the im-
ages, resulting in increased feelings of 
realism and immersion.
albert osborne, in the introduction to the 
set, writes: 
Noticing small details is another 
important means of securing the 
proper state of mind. Nothing is 
more effective in fixing a person’s 
attention, of making him entirely 
oblivious to his bodily surround-
ings, and giving him a vivid sense 
or consciousness of being in the 
very presence of the place itself. 
(Ellison, 1903 p. xxxvi)
d. J. ellison, the author of guide, provides 
information in present tense about plac-
es that the gaze of the virtual observer 
could or could not see (because is too 
distant or in another direction). He thus 
fosters the impression of a point of be-
ing.
the author adopts an evident procedure 
of débrayage (greimas & Courtes 1982). 
the concept of débrayage, proposed by 
Émile Benveniste and developed by the 
french theoretician algirdas Julien gre-
imas (greimas & Courtes 1982, p.88-9) 
in his generative semiotics, could reveal 
the intersubjective linguistic space of 
the enunciation. débrayage (disengage-
ment) is the procedure by which an ut-
tering subject detaches the enunciation 
(the text) from the situation of enunci-
ating (the not here and not now). this 
mechanism projects the resulting cate-
gories of subject, place, and time into an-
other space (the “we”, “here”, and “now” 
of the italian stereoview descriptions). 
this type of framing creates an illusion 
of co-presence and contemporaneity 
between the person making the enunci-
ation and the reader-viewer of the guide. 
the débrayage is enriched by a narrative 
description, suggesting a visual path in-
side the scene in order to notice relevant 
“small details”.
an example can be seen in the text of 
stereoview n. 44. the caption is: “along 
the appian Way Constructed 4th Centu-
ry B. C., from rome to Brindisi”. We have 
highlighted those parts of the sentences 
conveying meanings of seeing or fo-
cusing on (italics) and those indicating 
where to look (underlined). the author 
writes:
What changes the centuries 
bring! if Julius Caesar should 
rise from his grave, he would 
scarcely recognize this as the 
renowned military road of the 
romans; indeed, the only thing 
by which he could identify it at 
all would be that imposing round 
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tower rising so majestically 
on the summit of the road, the 
tomb of Csecilia metella (…)
the street-cleaning brigade has 
evidently been doing good ser-
vice here, as is shown by the 
heaps of dirt ranged along the 
side of the roadway (…)
the little stone house standing 
just to our left, sadly in need of 
whitewash, is an interesting es-
tablishment. it is a wine-shop (…)
Here we have some neighbor-
hood gossip dispensed on the 
doorstep; and, at the corner, an 
interesting conversation is be-
ing carried on, but the most in-
teresting person in sight is the 
little girl who stands in front of 
us with her raven locks stealing 
out from under her tightly fitting 
headdress and her crumpled 
apron which looks as roguish as 
herself. (ellison, 1903 p. 289)
these words (leaving out the cultural 
implications13) force us to look closely 
at the stereoviews to identify the details 
described. in this scene, the viewer is 
invited to observe different points. the 
path of the gaze starts from the farthest 
object from the viewpoint: the tomb (1), 
then moves on the cleanliness of the 
road (2), then the inscription on the cor-
ner of the house (3), then to the boy and 
woman (4), and finally to the little girl 
who looks into the camera (5-6).
the observation time (longer than the 
average 2d photographs) allows a better 
perception of the depth. We argue that 
the slowness with which the observer 
looks at the image and the comparison 
of objects at different distances allows 
them to increase their stereoscopic 
perception. the convergence on differ-
ent objects allows the viewer to better 
estimate their relative positions (also in 
relation to the camera), and supplies the 
viewer with cues that are useful for the 
visual perception of overall space depth. 
the topographic maps also show where 
and in which direction the stereo-camera 
(and the author) stood. the panorama in 
front of the eyes of the armchair travel-
ler is not just a point of view: the men-
tal mapping of the sight-seeing position figure 2 scheme of stereoviews n. 44 of Italy through the Stereoscope by Underwood and 
Underwood, 1903. the numbers mark the points of attention mentioned in the text.
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helps the viewer to be virtually immersed 
in the city.
Primarily, it is found that we 
must treat the stereograph as 
we treat the place. (...) on these 
maps we find indicated the point 
from which each scene is pho-
tographed, and by two red lines 
which diverge from each point 
the territory included in each 
particular stereograph is shown. 
thus a person looking at a scene 
in the stereoscope is enabled to 
know precisely where on the 
earth’s surface he is standing, 
over precisely what part of the 
earth he is looking, and hence 
he can know also from the maps 
what his surroundings must be. 
(ellison, 1903 p. xxx)
The representation of society
a viewer, using the double image, could 
more easily imagine that a visualisation 
was from a person, rather than from a 
mechanical device, and identify himself 
in that point of view14. the rationale is 
that if the viewer feels a strong relation-
ship between the point of view of the ob-
server and the object of attention in the 
scene, the image must also be “real”.
scholars who take a sociological ap-
proach, claim that these stereoscope 
companies framed the stereoscopic 
perspective in an especially white, mid-
dle-class way of looking at the world (ma-
lin, 2007 p. 404). according to Brenton 
malin, Underwood & Underwood, the pub-
lisher of Italy through the  Stereoscope and 
many other domestic and international 
stereoscopic tours, offered a cheaper op-
tion than “upper-class travel which they 
framed as an important source of enlight-
enment and cultivation” and which re-
mained beyond the reach of a great num-
ber of americans (malin, 2007 p.410).
the author of these stereoscopic tours, 
in describing the history and art of the 
monuments photographed, acquired a 
credibility that he also used in the visu-
al definition of who the residents were 
and how they behaved (their social and 
cultural identity). their image (and its 
meaning) became a collective repre-
sentation of the supposed local “ideal 
type”, underpinned by the authority of 
the narrator. the representation of space 
and the relationship between those who 
looked through the camera’s viewfinder 
and those who were photographed be-
came a metaphor for social relationships 
between tourists and residents.
through the instructions for using the 
stereoscope and the rhetoric used in the 
guide, these photographic tours wanted 
to enable the viewer to identify them-
selves in the virtual space.
the relationship between photographer 
and the foreign society in the stereoviews 
became spatially significant (Hall, 1969). 
the proxemic representation of italians 
in the scene creates (for the spectator) a 
verisimilar and  normative touristic gaze 
towards the native and suggests the 
proper social relationship. as Brenton 
malin attests, the aim is to identify the 
viewer with the real leisure-class tourist. 
daniel ellison, the author of Italy through 
the Stereoscope does not pretend that 
the stereoviews are equal to real places, 
but that the “mental experience” between 
the tourist in the real scene and the spec-
tator in front of stereoviews is only “a dif-
ference in quantity or intensity, not a dif-
ference in kind” (ellison, 1903 p. Xvi). the 
thoughts, the feelings, and the emotions 
of looking at stereoviews are the same 
as those experienced in the presence of 
the real scene.
We are given the impression of immer-
sion (as if our body is inside the image), 
and yet at the same time we know the 
view is from another observer (the pho-
tographer): the text lets us know we are 
seeing through the photographer/au-
thor’s eyes; we have their thoughts and 
we feel their emotions.
Conclusion
the space of stereoscopic tours was 
between the “point of view” and the 
“point of being”.
this analysis of Italy through the Stereo-
scope shows that the rhetorical strate-
Between the Point of View and the Point of Being   Paolo Parmeggiani
43
gy of the author helps to overcome the 
“augmented perspective” of ordinary 
stereoviews, fostering the impression 
of immersion. We have discussed the 
problem mainly from the point of view of 
perception but also using an enunciatory 
and multimodal approach: the narrative 
creates a dynamic path for the gaze of 
the viewer. this mechanism enhances 
the 3d effect, the realism of spectator 
experience and, combined with the other 
means (e.g. topographical maps, histor-
ical information), strengthens the credi-
bility of the cultural assumptions about a 
foreign country.
A specific characteristic of this set (and 
other Underwood & Underwood tours) is 
not only the representation of depth, but 
also the idea that the observer should 
play an active role (as in virtual reality). 
the viewer is prompted to move (direct-
ed by the words of the text) into that 
scene, following an upper-class virtual 
travel tour. the stereoscope and the text, 
thanks to the specific nature of the im-
mersion effect, facilitated the identifica-
tion of the viewer as an ideal tourist who 
watched ideal people, but keeping histor-
ical monuments and exotic landscapes 
in verisimilitude.
these stereoviews could evoke the im-
pression of incongruity in a spectator: 
the viewer is asked to take an active role 
(to virtually move inside the 3d image 
in order to maximise the immersion ef-
fect), but at the same time, they cannot 
be autonomous. the “armchair tourist” 
is forced to remain fixed and distanced 
from the guided tour and to look at the 
landscapes and natives, adopting the 
visual and the cultural point of view of 
the author. We argue this is a sign of the 
degree of naturalism of this medium: 
the “reality” and its representation were 
blurred.
Endnotes
1  this article focus on the immersive effect, 
and how the visual and verbal rhetoric, cou-
pled with the physiological prompts, drive 
the reader-viewer’s perceptions. an analy-
sis of italy through the stereoscope from 
a cultural studies perspective is developed 
in Parmeggiani (2016). the paper focuses 
on the relationships of this stereoscopic set 
to the historical and social-cultural context 
(e.g. tourism practices, colonial cultural 
assumptions, and stereotypes), with other 
immersive visual media, and with the stan-
dardisation of style.
2  italy was one of the destinations (fanelli, 
2001; Zotti minici, 2003;  manodori sagre-
do, 2003;  anselmo, la Cecla, & lo dico, 
2008;  stakelon, 2010), but many other 
foreign lands were represented in the cata-
logue of the Underwood & Underwood pub-
lishing company (darrah, 1964).
3  We believe that the history of the media 
could be described as a continuum between 
different poles, rather than the polarisation 
of two concepts.
4  for example, the motion parallax cue is a 
well known (Wade & Wade, 2000 p. 354) 
three-dimensional effect used also in the 
Walt disney movie animation process with 
the “multiplane camera”. the scene gains 
the illusion of depth by filming (frame by 
frame) various artwork layers (partially 
transparent) moved at different speeds 
(disney, 2008).
5  a convergence is the simultaneous inward 
movement of both eyes toward each other 
when viewing an object, in an effort to main-
tain single binocular vision (Cassin & rubin, 
2012).
6  in spaces of illusion, the moving observer 
receives an illusionary impression of space 
by focusing on objects that move toward 
or away from them. the depth of a paint-
ed space, however, is experienced, or pre-
sumed, only in the imagination. gosztonyi 
defines the experience of space as follows: 
44
REFERENCES
anselmo, d., la Cecla, f. & lo dico, d. (2008). Un fotografo americano in Sicilia. An American pho-
tographer in Sicily. Palermo: Kalós.
apthorpe, f. g. (1908). the stereoscope in geography teaching. The Geographical Journal, 32. 
atkinson, s. (2011). stereoscopic-3d storytelling rethinking the conventions, grammar and aes-
thetics of a new medium. Journal of Media Practice Journal of Media Practice, 12(2), 139-156. 
Bak, m. (2012). democracy and discipline: object lessons and the stereoscopes in american 
education, 1870-1920. Early Popular Visual Culture, 10(2), 147-167. 
Barry, s. r. (2009). Fixing my gaze: A scientist’s journey into seeing in three dimensions. new york: 
Basic Books.
Barthes, r. (1980). La chambre claire. Paris: gallimard.
Bateson, g. (1972). Steps to an ecology of mind: Collected essays in anthropology, psychiatry, evolu-
tion, and epistemology Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Bazin, a. & gray, H. (1967). What is cinema? Berkeley; london: University of California Press.
Berthoz, a. & Petit, J.-l. (2008). The physiology and phenomenology of action. oxford: oxford Uni-
versity Press.
Blundell, B. g. (2011). 3D Displays and spatial interaction: From perception to technology Volume 
I exploring the science, art, evolution and use of 3D technologies: new Zealand & london, UK: 
Walker & Wood limited.
Cassin, B. & rubin, m. l. (2012). Dictionary of eye terminology (6th ed.). gainesville, fla.: triad Pub.
darrah, W. C. (1964). Stereo views, a history of stereographs in America and their collection. gettys-
burg, Pa: times and news Publishing Co.
darrah, W. C. (1977). The world of stereographs. gettysburg, Pa: national stereoscopic associ-
ation.
disney, W., (2008, august 12), Walt disney’s multiPlane Camera (filmed: feb. 13, 1957) [video 
file] Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YdHTlUGN1zw
de Kerckhove, d. & de almeida, m. C. (eds.). (2014). The point of being. newcastle-upon-tyne: 
Cambridge scholars Publishing.
dolins, f. l., & mitchell, r. W. (2010). Spatial cognition, spatial perception: mapping the self and 
space. Cambridge University Press.
ellison, d. J. (1903). Italy through the stereoscope : Journeys in and about Italian cities conducted by 
D.J. Ellison. new york: Underwood & Underwood.
ent, v. i. (2013). twentieth century visual education: early american schools and the stereo-
graph. Country School Journal, 1, 53-71. 
fairclough, n., mulderrig, J. & Wodak, r. (2011). Critical discourse analysis. in t. a. van dijk (ed.), 
Discourse Studies. A multidisciplinary Introduction. (pp. 357-378). london: sage. 
fanelli, g. (2001). L’anima dei luoghi. La Toscana nella fotografia stereoscopica. firenze: mandrag-
ora.
“the virtuality of the movement must be 
emphasized; one can also “enter” the space 
virtually, i.e., in thought or imagination, 
whereby the distances are not actually ex-
perienced but rather assumed.” the techni-
cal idea that is virtual reality now makes it 
possible to represent space as dependent 
on the direction of the observer’s gaze: the 
viewpoint is no longer static or dynami-
cally linear, as in the film, but theoretically 
includes an infinite number of possible per-
spectives (grau, 2004 p. 16).
7  this interaction is limited, compared to the 
real-time computerised interaction of virtual 
reality, although it is greater than in 2-d im-
ages.
8  vision also includes cognitive judgments 
(which are sometimes incorrect, as in op-
tical illusions) based on automatic habits. 
information from the optical, vestibular, and 
somatosensory systems is also processed 
in an integrated way to produce a consis-
tent sensation (gibson, 1966). Cross-modal 
integration is obviously very useful for mak-
ing inferences about objects and events in 
our environment. it seems, however, that 
this involves more than pathway conver-
gence. in fact, there is a large body of evi-
dence suggesting that activity in unimodal 
brain areas is modulated by information 
coming from other senses (e.g. macaluso 
& driver, (2005), martinez-Conde, macknik, 
martinez, alonso, & tse, (2006 p. 272).)
9  Here we use the term synaesthesia to de-
scribe cross-modal correspondences and 
associations, not the strong synaesthesia 
(martino & marks, 2001).
synaesthesia is a condition in which stimu-
lation in one modality also gives rise to a 
perceptual experience in a second modali-
ty. in two recent studies, we found that the 
condition is more common than previously 
reported; up to 5% of the population may ex-
perience at least one type of synaesthesia. 
although the condition has been traditional-
ly viewed as an anomaly (e.g. a breakdown 
in modularity), it seems that at least some 
of the mechanisms underlying synaesthe-
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FILM AND MEDIA ARTS vol 1, n.º2
45
gibson, J. J. (1966). The senses considered as perceptual systems. Boston: Houghton mifflin.
gibson, J. J., reed, e. s. & Jones, r. (1982). Reasons for realism: Selected essays of James J. Gib-
son: lawrence erlbaum associates.
greimas, a. J., Courtés, J., Crist, l. & Patte, d. (1982). Semiotics and language: An analytical dictio-
nary. Bloomington: indiana University Press.
grau, o. (2004). Virtual art: From illusion to immersion. Cambridge, mass.: mit Press.
gunning, t. (2004). What’s the Point of an index? or, faking Photographs. Nordicom Review, 
5(1/2). 
Häkkinen, J., Kawai, t., takatalo, J., mitsuya, r. & nyman, g. (2010). What do people look at when 
they watch stereoscopic movies? Paper presented at the is&t/sPie electronic imaging. san 
Jose, California, Usa (17-21 January).
Hall, e. t. (1969). The hidden dimension. new york: doubleday.
Holmes, o. W. (1859). the stereoscope and the stereograph. The Atlantic Monthly, 3, 738-748.
Howard, i. P. & rogers, B. J. (1995). Binocular vision and stereopsis. new york: oxford University 
Press.
Kress, g. r. (2010). Multimodality: A social semiotic approach to contemporary communication. lon-
don; new york: routledge.
malin, B. J. (2007). looking white and middle-class: stereoscopic imagery and technology in 
the early twentieth-century United states. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 93(4), 403-424. doi: 
10.1080/00335630701593998
martinez-Conde, s., macknik, s., martinez, m. m., alonso, J. m. & tse, P. U. (2006). Visual per-
ception part 2: Fundamentals of awareness, multi-sensory integration and high-order perception: 
elsevier science.
martino, g. & marks, l. e. (2001). synesthesia: strong and weak. Current Directions in Psycholog-
ical Science, 10, 61-65. 
mendiburu, B. (2012). 3D TV and 3D cinema: Tools and processes for creative stereoscopy: taylor 
& francis Us.
Parmeggiani, P. (2016). from grand tour to virtual tour: italy through the stereoscope in 1900. 
Visual Studies, 31(3), 231-247. 
Peirce, C. s., Hartshorne, C. & Weiss, P. (1931). Collected papers. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press.
ross, m. (2012). the 3-d aesthetic: avatar and hyperhaptic visuality. Screen, 53(4). 
Ross, M. (2013). Stereoscopic visuality. Where is the screen, where is the film? Convergence: The 
International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies, 19(4), 406-414. 
scherer, J. C. (1990). Historical photographs as anthropological documents: a retrospect. Visual 
Anthropology, 3, 131-155). 
schiavo, l. B. (2003). from phantom image to perfect vision: Physiological optics, commercial 
photography, and the popularization of the stereoscope. New Media, 113 138. 
sia do reﬂect universal cross-modal mech-
anisms (martinez-Conde et al., 2006 p. 263).
10 the reactions of early cinemagoers to si-
lent black and white films tax our imagina-
tion and seem explicable only in terms of 
the novelty of the medium of illusion and 
its then unknown potential for transitory 
suggestive effects. (...) When a new medi-
um of illusion is introduced, it opens a gap 
between the power of the image’s effect 
and the conscious/reﬂected distancing in 
the observer. this gap narrows again with 
increasing exposure and there is a reversion 
to conscious appraisal.(...)  this process, 
where the media of illusion and the ability 
to distance oneself from them compete, 
has been played out time and again in the 
history of european art, since the end of the 
middle ages (grau, 2004 p. 152).
11  the author of “Italy through the Stereoscope” 
argues that “by the peculiar construction of 
the stereoscope, the observer is shut away 
entirely from this country, from the room in 
which he is sitting” (ellison, 1903 p. xv).
12 We use the term discourse (instead of text) 
to highlight how the author of italy through 
the stereoscope directs the reader to use a 
set in which the reader is put inside a social 
relationship with the author and the resi-
dents of the places visited.
13  this type of language (“sadly in need of 
whitewash”, “looks as roguish”) reveals 
many layers of cultural implications con-
cerning the framing of italy via the grand 
tour rhetoric; it establishes its identity as 
undeveloped, primitive, and immature, with 
a racist attitude (malin, 2007). in many of 
the Underwood & Underwood’s stereoscop-
ic tours (as in other coeval media), foreign 
countries are portrayed with signs of colo-
nial influence (Parmeggiani, 2016, p. 237).
14  this sensation is less evident in traditional 
photography and the viewer is accustomed 
to ignoring the 2-d photograph’s standpoint. 
in the stereoviews, conversely, the observer 
could often feel its point of view as unques-
tionable and surprising, because it could 
BETwEEN THE POINT OF VIEw AND THE POINT OF BEINg   Paolo Parmeggiani
46
silverman, r. J. (1993). the stereoscope and photographic depiction in the 19th century. Tech-
nology and Culture, 34(4), 729-756. 
spence, C. (2002). multisensory attention and tactile information-processing. Behavioural Brain 
Research, 135(1), 57-64. 
stakelon, P. (2010). travel through the stereoscope. Media History, 16(4), 407-422. 
stiegler, B. (2013). Traveling in place: A history of armchair travel. Chicago: the University of Chi-
cago Press.
Urey, H., Chellappan, K. v., erden, e. & surman, P. (2011). state of the art in stereoscopic and 
autostereoscopic displays. Proceedings of the IEEE, 99(4), 540-555. 
vanderKnyff, r. (2007). Parlor illusions: stereoscopic views of sub-saharan africa. African Arts, 
40(3) 50-63. 
Wade, n. J. & Wade, n. (2000). A natural history of vision. Cambridge: mit Press.
West, n. m. (1996). fantasy, photography, and the marketplace: oliver Wendell Holmes and the 
stereoscope. Nineteenth century Contexts Nineteenth century Contexts, 19(3), 231-258. 
Zone, r. (2014). Stereoscopic cinema and the origins of 3-D film, 1838-1952: Lexington, KY: Univer-
sity Press of Kentucky
evoke their virtual body in that scenery. this 
effect is even more clear and emphatic in 
some 3-D films, which use objects that 
seem to pop out of the screen and invade 
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